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Noticias y Notas 
News and notes from the Second Judicial District Court 

Shout outs   

  This the space 
where we 
sound the horn 
for outstand-
ing perfor-
mances.  
 .  

This week’s shout out goes to 

Camille Sapienz and Katherine 
Drozek from Legal and Janet 
Van Why from HR for coordi-

nating this year’s Giving Tree 
Project. They have set up a dona-

tion station in the Jury Division 
where you can drop off non-
perishable food items for Road-
runner Food Bank thru Dec. 11. 
Other drop-off locations are the 
Clerk’s Offices downtown and at 
JJC. On Dec. 11, you can bring 
frozen turkeys for donation. There 
also is a dedicated SJDC page for 
cash donations.  As we all know, 
the pandemic is causing hardship 
for many people.  

SJDC has 2020’s Pro Bono Committee of The Year 

The Second Judicial District Court’s Pro Bono Committee has been deemed “Pro Bono 

Committee of the Year” for 2020 by the Volunteer Attorney Program of New Mexico 

Legal Aid.  

This designation recognizes the committee’s efforts at finding ways to continue provid-

ing legal services to people in dire economic straits despite the restrictions on in-

person contact mandated by the global pandemic. 

The SJDC Pro Bono Committee 

recruits attorney volunteers to 

staff monthly clinics where mem-

bers of the public get free advice 

on family and civil legal issues. 

The committee also hosts special 

legal fairs such as REAL ID Fairs 

and Law-La-Palooza events 

where attorneys go to communi-

ty centers to meet with the pub-

lic and answer questions about 

their legal issues. 

As it became clear that the public 

health emergency would not 

allow such events to take place 

for the foreseeable future, the 

committee turned to technology 

to continue serving the public.  

The committee’s Co-Chairs, Judg-

es Jane Levy and Erin O’Connell, 

accepted the award at the Volun-

teer Attorney Program’s virtual awards ceremony on October 30, 2020.  

“This committee has remained active and engaged,” Melanie Fritzsche, program direc-

tor for the Volunteer Attorney program, said in presenting the award. “Legal clinics are 

now provided regularly through tele-clinics. Projects of pro se videos are in production. 

We thank you all for your dedication to providing pro bono services.” 

Aja Brooks, director of the SJDC Center for Self-Help and Dispute Resolution, and a 

member of the Pro Bono Committee, gave the keynote address at the awards ceremo-

ny. She outlined how and why the committee took the actions that led to it being 

named Committee of the Year. 

“People who pro bono work is geared toward have been hit hardest by the pandemic,” 

she said. “As a result of businesses closing, unemployment skyrocketed. People began 

having trouble making ends meet, which resulted in problems paying rent, mortgages 

and debt. Something had to be done.” 

The committee confronted the challenges directly and began looking for ways to pro-

vide services virtually while also recognizing that many people seeking these services 

would have trouble accessing technology.  See committee cont. on next page . . .  
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The Pro Bono Committee of the Year found new 

ways to provide legal services during the pandemic.  

 Please give, if you can. 

https://roadrunner-food-bank.snwbll.com/second-judicial-district-court


committee cont . . .  

“We were forced to think about the 

digital divide,” Aja said. “This was the 

time for ingenuity and innovation — to 

change what had been the status quo.” 

 

The committee converted its monthly 

legal clinics to tele-clinics, allowing 

people to attend either by video or 

telephone connections. The SJDC Self-

Help Center started working with peo-

ple via telephone and email. The com-

mittee recruited volunteer attorneys to 

make videos to give pro se parties in-

formation on various areas of law, and 

legal service organizations began offer-

ing instructional classes over social 

media platforms like Facebook. “We did 

podcasts and webinars,” Aja said. “We 

certainly adapted to the new circumstances created by the pandemic.” 

 

She also thanked all of the volunteer attorneys who worked to make these new services available to the public. “This 

proves that we are adaptable, and that even during a crisis we just want to help each other, which necessary now more 

than ever.” 

 

In closing, Aja expressed confidence that many of these new delivery platforms will remain in place when the pandemic 

dissipates, offering an improved landscape of services for pro se parties. “We have learned to survive and continue 

providing essential legal services to the public during a pandemic,” she said. “I hope we retain most of what we have 

learned for the future. Let’s keep doing what needs to be done to help others.” 
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Aja Brooks, left, at a 2018 Pro Bono Legal Fair. During the pandemic, The SJDC 

Pro Bono Committee is using technology to provide legal services remotely.   

 

SJDC earned  multiple awards for pro bono services  
 

 
The Second Judicial District Court stood out at New Mexico Legal Aid Volunteer Attorney Program’s Award ceremony at the end of 

October. 

 

In addition to the SJDC Pro Bono Committee being named Committee of the Year, Aja Brooks, director of the SJDC Center for Self-

Help and Dispute Resolution, was the first recipient of a new Award. The Virtual Shining Star Award is designated for the individual 

who does the most to leverage technology to provide legal services to pro se parties. 

 

Aja earned the award for her work in organizing new services, including tele-clinics, podcasts and webinars, for pro se individuals 

during the global pandemic. 

 

Finally, New Mexico Supreme Court Justice C. Shannon Bacon, who co-chaired the SJDC Pro Bono Committee before her January 

2019 appointment to the Supreme Court, received the Felipe Quintana Memorial Award for Excellence.  

 

Justice Bacon was lauded for continuing to work on behalf of pro se parties, including heading the Judiciary’s Access to Justice 

Committee, while serving on the Supreme Court.   

December 3 is SJDC Employee Appreciation Day 
This year’s employee appreciation day will be a virtual affair, but that does not mean it won’t be 

fun. It will be highlighted by a Gingerbread House Decorating Contest. To enter, click here. 

Other things happening that day: Show off your Tasteful Ugly Sweater or Holiday Ugly and/or 

Festive Face Mask. All SJDC employees also will receive a gift courtesy of our generous judges.  

https://sites.google.com/nmcourts.gov/2020-gingerbread-contest/home

